Promoting safe motherhood in the community: the case for strategies that include men.
Although a decade has now passed since the launching of the Safe Motherhood Initiative, maternal mortality continues to be the health indicator showing the greatest disparity between developed and developing countries. Recently revised WHO and UNICEF figures indicate that an estimated 90% of the 585,000 worldwide maternal deaths that occur each year take place in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. In terms of the lifetime risk of maternal death, this disparity remains striking: 1 in 12 women in parts of sub-Saharan Africa, compared with 1 in 4,000 women in Northern Europe. In addition, for every woman who dies, an estimated 16-17 will suffer from pregnancy-related complications. Research suggests that, in addition to biomedical interventions and the strengthening of health care services, improving awareness of obstetric complications among members of a pregnant woman's immediate and wider social network is an important step in improving her chances of survival when such complications occur. Many of the interventions implemented so far have focused exclusively on improving women's knowledge and practices as they relate to maternal health issues. Nevertheless, it is now increasingly being recognised that the actions required to achieve improvements in reproductive health outcomes in general, and maternal health in particular, should involve communities in the process and encourage men's active participation. Despite this, very few studies on risk perceptions or interventions to raise community awareness of obstetric risk factors, their complications and their consequences have targeted men. The present article argues for the development and testing of risk awareness interventions, which, in addition to women, target men in their familial and social roles within communities and as workers within health care services as a means of improving maternal health outcomes.